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Evolution of Digital Natives and the New Role of Research
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Digital media, including the internet, computer games,
and smartphones, has been subject to intense debate in rela-
tion to its impact on child and adolescent mental health. Al-
though the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Dis-
orders (DSM-5) did not include internet gaming disorder in
the main disease criteria, it should be investigated whether it
has similar characteristics to other substance-related condi-
tions and whether they share the same biological mechanisms.
Recently, there has been an increasing interest in screen me-
dia such as smartphones and smart pads. While internet gam-
ing is a matter of choice in which an individual can decide
whether to use it or not, a smartphone is an essential part of
life. It is a lifeline to save you in an emergency, a certificate to
confirm your identity, and a virtual network to help you keep
living a quasi-normal life in the so-called new normal era of
the pandemic. Today, the young generation is referred to as
digital natives or born with the ubiquitous influence of the
internet and digital media. Even very young children can op-
erate smartphone applications, including YouTube and Ins-
tagram, in an intuitive manner. Digital media has become a
necessity of daily living, corresponding with the fact that we
cannot go back to the era when there were no automobiles.
Here, the more serious issue arises: how can the potential haz-
ard of exposure to media and the inevitable evolution of hu-
man species be compromised?

It is not easy to determine the amount of smart media use
among children, how early they are exposed to it, whether it
has a negative impact on them, and what the related variables
are, if any. Observing temporal relationships and trajectories
may be the best way to understand their complex interplay.
In 2015, the Kids Cohort for Understanding of Internet Ad-
diction Risk Factors in Early Childhood (K-CURE) initiated
a prospective, longitudinal follow-up study to explore the
cause and effect of media-related conditions. Thus far, owing
to the efforts of investigators who followed up with a group
of young children for more than five years, K-CURE has pre-
sented evidence of smart media use among children. Accord-
ingly, 12.0% of toddlers use smartphones during weekdays
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while 23.4% use it only on weekends, maternal depression is
linked to children’s over-exposure to television, children with
smartphone overuse showed shorter sleep time and poor
sleep quality, and mother’s smartphone addiction is related
to early smartphone exposure in children [1-4]. In the cur-
rent issue, K-CURE reported observations from the most re-
cent follow-up, stating that elementary school children with
screen overuse showed higher externalization behavior, so-
cial problems, and rule violation behavior than those in the
control group. Another article in the current issue reported
significant brainstem structure changes in adolescents with
problematic smartphone use. These studies imply that me-
dia overuse might be a universal issue throughout the devel-
opmental lifespan, is an interplay between the child and the
environment in which it is reared, and might reflect general
discipline issues as well as other comorbid emotional and
behavioral problems in children.

In spite of the clear concerns regarding overuse, a more
complicated discourse might exist in the ever-evolving uni-
verse we live in than merely when and how children are per-
mitted to use smartphones. In other words, Society is evolv-
ing at a faster rate than the older generation can comprehend
tully, especially when the change is facilitated by industries
pursuing maximum economic benefits by facilitating the
change and getting into the big wave. Works such as “The So-
cial Dilemma,” a documentary film by Netflix as well as Yu-
val Harari’s “Homo Deus” suggest that our species might al-
ready be living in a world composed of data which manipulate
our preferences, opinions, and value systems. My generation
may be the last one to consider the differentiation and dilem-
ma of the virtual and real world before the human species
stops raising the question of whether social media or the vir-
tual world is hazardous or not. The real dilemma exists in
the fact that the speed of research cannot keep abreast with
the actual rate of change of society and technology. Future
child psychiatry research should, therefore, focus on how the
world of digital data alters the development of the human
brain, cognition, and emotion and not merely on the final
outcome observed in the form of behavior. In addition, re-
searchers need to establish sound evidence on digital thera-
peutics as currently digital therapeutics that are backed by lit-
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tle evidence are being marketed for commercial gain. We
might be in the passageway of an essential turning point of
human evolution as well as research on it.
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